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CONCEPTUAL ART: POSSIBLY THE LAST UTOPIAN 
CONTRIBUTION TO THE ART OF OUR CENTURY. IN 
CATALONIA, WHERE IT EMERGED IN THE SEVENTIES, IT 
SHOWS CERTAIN BASIC DISTINGUISHING FEATURES, SUCH 
AS THE USE OF POOR MATERIALS, THE TENDENDY TO ACT 
IN NATURAL SETTINGS AND THE INCLINATION TOWARDS 
SMALL OBJECTS. CATALAN CONCEPTUAL ART IS MORE 
SENSUAL, OBJECTUAL AND SOCIOLOGICAL THAN IT IS 
PHILOSOPHICAL OR LINGUISTIC, BUT IT SHARES THE BASIC 
PREMISSES OF INTERNATIONAL ART. ALL THIS AND MORE 
WAS BORNE OUT BY THE FIRST HISTORICAL EXHIBITION, 
"IDEES 1 ACTITUDS. ENTORN DE L'ART CONCEPTUAL A 
CATALUNYA, 1964- 1 980 ...", HELD IN BARCELONA FROM 
i 5 JANUARY TO I MARCH 1992. 
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ne of the most important pheno- 
mena to appear on the interna- 
tional art scene during the sev- 
enties was what is known as conceptual 
art. This was possibly the last utopian 
contribution to the art of our century. It 
is to this that it owes its importance, and 
also its virtues, weaknesses, successes 
and contradictions. 
According to Benjamin Buchloh, the dis- 
tance and the time that have passed 
since the term appeared -it should be 
remembered that the name concept art 
was coined by Henry Flynt in 1961- 
"allow and oblige us to look at concep- 
tual art from a broader perspective 
than that of the convictions dominating 
the decade of its birth and development 
(more or less since 1965) until its tem- 
porary disappearance in 1975". 
It is worth remembering, briefly, the 
context and the age that saw the rise of 
this phenomenon that can be thought of 
as at once artistic and anti-artistic. 
The geographical context was of course 
that of the United States of America and 
of Western Europe. The age was char- 
acterized by political and cultural activ- 
ism and by the search for liberation 
from the injustices and repressions that 
existed -and still exist- in our society. It 
was an age which saw the rise of 
national, racial, social, sexual and other 
liberation movements. An age that 
hinged on the theories of Marx, Freud 
and Marcuse. The beat generation, the 
hippies, the black rights movements, 
the anti-Vietnam war rnovements, the 
growth and spread of feminism and pa- 
cifism, the activity of left-wing student 
movements, May '68 in France, etc. are 
just some of the social phenornena that 
arose during this period. 
lnternational Conceptual Art 
It seems obvious, to quote Buchloh 
again, "that conceptual art was char- 
acterized from the beginning by a pre- 
cise critical sense of discoursive and ins- 
titutional lirnits, by a series of voluntarily 
imposed restrictions, by the absence of 
a global viewpoint and by a true critical 
devotion to the obiective conditions of 
artistic production and reception". And 
that "it also managed to deprive artistic 
production of aspiration to (or suspicion 
of) a positive collaboration with the 
forces of industrial production and con- 
sumption". 
Arnongst other things, this in practice 
meant dematerializing art, putting aside 
painting and sculpture as artistic vehi- 
cles, a tendency to use a variety of 
means of expression -actions, happen- 
ings, videos, photographs, writing, 
etc.-, the rejection of industrial and 
commercial conditioning factors in art- 
istic production and a move to closely 
relate art and life. In short, everything 
that helps to put the emphasis on the 
idea, the concept and the working 
method, rather than the product, the 
consurner object or the definitive work. 
Because as Henry Flynt said, this type of 
artistic manifestation "is more than any- 
thing else a kind of art whose subiect 
matter is language". 
Mel Bochner organised what we can 
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probably call the first conceptual exhi- 
bition. This exhibition had the significant 
title of Working Drawings and Other 
Visible Things on Paper Not Necessarily 
Meant to be Viewed as Art and was 
held at the School of Visual Arts in New 
York in 1966. 
Conceptual Art in Catalonia 
In Catalonia -probably because of the 
particular historical circurnstances of 
political, social and cultural isolation- 
conceptual art appeared later than in 
other countries. The activity of the Cata- 
lan conceptualists reached its peak 
during the seventies. 
In spite of sorne people's stubborn insis- 
tence that it irnitated its international 
counterpart, and in spite of sharing its 
basic premisses, conceptual art in Cata- 
lonia showed distinguishing features 
that gave it a personality of its own. 
Arnongst these features I would ernpha- 
size its tendency to use poor, simple 
materials, to act in natural settings and 
the inclination towards srnall obiects. 
What we call -~ata lan conceptual art is 
rnore sensual, obiectual and socio- 
logical than it is  philosophical or linguis- 
tic. These features are also what 
rnakes it possible to describe it and set 
it apart as the conceptual art of the 
"South". 
In addition, because of the special his- 
torical circurnstances of isolation and 
censorship, the Catalan artists of the 
conceptual generation had hardly any 
inforrnation about the activities of con- 
ceptual artists in other countries. This 
fact, recognized by the artists them- 
selves and corroborated by all of us 
who were alive at the tirne, contradicts 
the hypothesis of possible irnitation -al- 
though there are coincidences- of inter- 
national conceptual art. 
In the generation of Catalan concep- 
tualists that arose during the seventies, 
there is  also a clear decentralization to 
be seen, as regards both the artists' 
place of origin and the places they per- 
forrned, met and exhibited. Thus, for 
exarnple, Lleida, Terrassa, Sabadell, 
Banyoles or Granollers, as well as Bar- 
celona and for a range of reasons, be- 
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came significant towns during this 
period. 
All this can be set in a specific historical 
framework and a specific social and po- 
litical context: the end of the Franco 
régime and the beginning of the move 
to recover national, individual and col- 
lective freedom. This could explain, in 
our case, certain excesses of Marxist 
rhetoric -common in the cultural setting 
of the time-, which, looking back, might 
seem exaggerated. But leaving aside 
these secondary aspects, we can see 
that the conceptual artists made a lead- 
ing contribution to the art of our 
country. Without the conceptual move- 
ment it is  impossible to understand the 
contemporary art of the second half of 
the century in Catalonia. 
Unfortunately, this important contribu- 
tion has not yet been properly as- 
sessed. 
Catalan conceptual art in the 
context of art in Spain 
"lts intentionally poor appearance and 
its controversial, virulent, provocative 
and, especially, historically and aesthe- 
tically commited nature make concep- 
tual art in Catalonia an initiative and a 
phenomenon that are unique in Spain 
and, in a way, it repeated what had 
previously happened with the artistic 
modernism of the end of the century." 
(Pilar Parcerisasl. 
This contrast between the vitality of 
Catalan conceptual art and the weak- 
ness and scarcity of Spanish conceptual 
art once again shows up the differences 
between the two countries' artistic 
worlds and cultural settings. 
In Spain, conceptual art was repre- 
sented basically by Alberto Corazón, 
Nacho Criado and the "Grupo Zaj". But 
as Simón Marchán -author of the book 
Del arte obiectual al arte de concepto, 
first published in 1972- so rightly says, 
"it was a different story in Madrid". 
Marchán, who has iust written an essay 
for a forthcoming joint publication to be 
issued in Germany with the title Madrid, 
un conceptualisme que mai no va exis- 
tir, asks why conceptual art was so 
powerful in Catalonia and not in Spain. 
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His answer, coming as it does from a 
Spanish art critic living in Madrid, re- 
leases me from the need to give an ex- 
planation myself. "1  think it's clear 
enough. Catalonia at that time was the 
window that was most open to h e  exte- 
rior. Barcelona, especially, was and is 
the modernest city in Spain; modern in 
its urban and architectural structure and 
modern, as well, because artistic and 
cultural renovation movements, espe- 
cially towards the end of the Franco 
1980 ..., held in the Centre d ' ~ r t  Santa 
Monica in Barcelona from 15 January to 
1 March this year, was the first attempt 
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lishing world, in translations. Barcelona 
had a prestige that Madrid lacked, and 
what's more, we al1 recognized and 
envied it". 
The First Exhibition on Catalan 
Conceptual Art 
The exhibition Idees i actituds. Entorn 
d e  I'art conceptual a Catalunya, 1964- 
at a historical revision of the activities of 
the most combative fringe sectors of the 
Catalan art of the period. The aim of 
the exhibition was, in the words of the 
curator, Pilar Parcerisas, "to recon- 
struct, rediscover and give form to a 
recent chapter in the history of our 
country's art, the chapter marked by the 
poor, conceptual and ephemeral 
aesthetics that were developed in Cata- 
lonia". 
The almost two-hundred pieces in the 
exhibition -documents, writings, photo- 
graphs, objects of al1 sorts, montages 
or installations- were arranged in dif- 
ferent spaces and sections and 
grouped according to their intentions 
and results. These sections were "Subsen- 
ses", "Body actions and behaviour art", 
"Object", "Material poetries", "Weak 
art", "Social criticism, political ideology, 
textualism and mass media" and "lmage 
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and sound in space". The headings 
themselves will give an idea of the dif- 
ferent aspects that Catalan conceptual 
art took on. 
The artists whose work was present in 
the exhibition were: Francesc Abad, Eu- 
ghnia Balcells, Jordi Benito, Jordi Cer- 
da, Josep Domhnech, Benet Ferrer, Fer- 
ran Garcia Sevilla, Eulalia Grau, "Grup 
de Treball", Silvia Gubern, Angel Jové, 
Antoni Llena, Antoni Miralda, Josefina 
Miralles, Antoni Muntadas, Pere No- 
guera, Carlos Pazos, Jordi Pablo, Josep 
Ponsatí, Carles Pujol, Joan Rabascall, 
Angels Ribé, Benet Rossell, Carles San- 
tos, Francesc Torres and Jaume Xifra. 
The exhibition was also accompanied 
by an extremely well documented cata- 
logue which will undoubtedly become a 
fundamental reference and element of 
consultation. 
This catalogue -353 pages-, as well as 
biographies, bibliographies and inter- 
views with the artists, reproductions of 
the works and a chronology of the 
movement, contains-a series of texts of 
outstanding interest. These texts were 
written by Pilar Parcerisas, Alicia Suarez 
with Merch Vidal, Gloria Picazo, Teresa 
Camps, Annemieke van de Pas, Carles 
Hac Mor, Antoni Mercader, Eugeni Bo- 
net and Joaquim Dols, and there is also 
an interview with Simón Marchán by the 
curator. 
The visitor to the exhibition was aware 
that the relevance of many of the works 
and ideas endured and that some, for 
different reasons, have become para- 
digmatic and significant. This might be 
the case of, amongst others, the mat- 
erial poetries of the document-photo- 
graphs of the actions Dona-arbre 
( 19731 or Recobriment del cos amb pa- 
lla (1975), by Fina Miralles; of La visita 
ets tu... i els teus accessoris, a repro- 
duction of Pere Noguera's installation 
at the Galeria Canaleta in Figueres from 
December 1980 to January 198 1, which 
consisted in covering everything in the 
gallery in mud -floor, pictures, objects- 
and then closing it so that it could only 
be seen from the outside. 
In the more obiectual section, I would 
mention Eughnia Balcells's Supermer- 
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cart ( 19761, a large piece in the forrn of 
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a transparent plastic curtain rnade up of 
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rnasses of bags containing a wide 
range of elernents, obiects, toys and 
accessories of al1 kinds: cheap iterns 
and objects like those on sale in any 
superrnarket of the period; the soldats - 
soldés that made up the various ele- 
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collar de la generala (1 9691; Jaurne Xi- 
fra's pieces; Jordi Pablo's small objects, 
such as those in the Serie d'escultures 
fonetiques (1 971 1 or the Pa amb frontis- 
sa (19721, or the weak art of Antoni 
Llena's sculptures, rnade with paper, 
like his Dolmen (1 977). 
Arnongit the body actions and beha- 
viour art, I rnust rnention Carlos Pazos's 
Voy a hacer de mí una estrella (1 9751 
or Carles Santos's film La, re, mi, la 
11 9791. 
Outstanding arnongst the three-dirnen- 
sional pieces are Josep Ponsatí's large 
inflatables, like those at Granollers and 
Eivissa in 1971, or Francesc Torres's 
captious floating Sculptura (1 9691. 
And of the installations andlor rnon- 
tages with pictures and sound, I would 
rnention Muntadas's ironic TV ( 1  980); 
Eugenia Balcells's Reprise ( 1976-771, 
which could not be exhibited at the 
time; or Carles Puiol's Treball d'espai i 
de color (1 9771, one of the first audiovi- 
sual installations carried out in Catalo- 
nia; as well as other experirnents by the 
"Grup de Treball", Jordi Benito, Ferran 
Garcia Sevilla, Francesc Abad, Antoni 
Muntadas, Joan Rabascall, etc. that are 
too nurnerous to list here. 
A large part of the artists in the concep- 
tual rnovernent who rnade a narne for 
thernselves in the seventies continued 
their creative activity during the eigh- 
ties. While sticking to its basic princi- 
pies, their work has evolved to reach a 
considerable rnaturity, projection and 
personality. This i s  the case, for exam- 
ple, with Francesc Abad, Antoni Miral- 
da, Antoni Muntadas, Pere Noguera, 
Carlos Pozos, Carles Pujol, Joan Rabas- 
cal1 and Francesc Torres. 
Others have given up :heir artistic acti- 
vity, but the works they produced dur- 
ing that period are an essential refe- 
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rence point and represent a contribu- 
tion of great interest. This is the case of 
Jordi Pablo and Josep Ponsati. 
Other outstanding figures. 
As well as the artists, there were other, 
essential figures who in one way or 
another played a key role in the forma- 
tion, the shaping and the atmosphere of 
conceptual art in our country. I am 
referring in particular to the poet Joan 
Brossa and the art critic Alexandre Cirici 
Pellicer. 
I agree with Pilar Parcerisas that "in Ca- 
talonia, the cornerstone to the awak- 
ening of an avant-garde awareness 
has, since the forties, been Joan Brossa, 
a born provoker and instigator of the 
artistic experience as an initiation rite". 
It was Alexandre Cirici who gave un- 
flagging support and theoretical con- 
tent to the Catalan conceptual move- 
ment. His articles in Serra d'Or are 
essential reading for anyone who wants 
to follow and understand the comings 
and goings of the artists who dev- 
eloped their activity on the fringe of the 
comrnercial circuits and in confrontation 
with official art and the establishment. 
Epilogue 
The history of contemporary Catalan art 
can not be written without taking into 
account the immense irnportance of the 
contributions of the conceptual artists. 
To go frorn Tapies to Barceló as though 
nothing had happened in between is 
one of the worst manipulations and his- 
torical misrepresentations imaginable, 
because this would be a conception 
based exclusively ori the painting 
assimilated by the market, with al1 the 
exclusions this implies. Furthermore, it 
means forgetting one of the great rno- 
ments when the artists of our country 
connected with critica1 modernity, with 
utopia and with the avant-garde. 
Without the contributions of the concep- 
tual artists, the most recent history of 
Catalan art becomes lacking in reflec- 
tion, in criticism and in aesthetic cornmit- 
rnent. This is  why it is becoming in- 
creasingly clear that the true history of 
Catalan art is  still to be written. • 
